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He drew near, and whispered hoarsely:  
“I’ve got a couple of skulls down in the crypt,” he said; “come and see 

those. Oh, do come and see the skulls! You are a young man out for 
a holiday, and you want to enjoy yourself. Come and see the skulls!”  

Then I turned and fled, and as I sped I heard him calling to me:  
“Oh, come and see the skulls; come back and see the skulls!”  
Harris, however, revels in tombs, and graves, and epitaphs, and 

monumental inscriptions, and the thought of not seeing Mrs. 
Thomas’s grave made him crazy. He said he had looked forward to 
seeing Mrs. Thomas’s grave from the first moment that the trip was 
proposed — said he wouldn’t have joined if it hadn’t been for the 
idea of seeing Mrs. Thomas’s tomb. 

 
~ Jerome K. Jerome, Three Men In A Boat (1889) 



Outline of this paper 

1. Description of the material 
2. Problems encountered  
3. Current projects and approaches 
4. Models and standards used in Classical digital 

epigraphy – applicable to/desirable for the 
recording and publication of modern inscribed 
monuments? 

5. Pilot project? 
6. Practical considerations/incentives for general 

public to become involved 



Nature of the material 

• Department of Constitutional Affairs survey received 
returns on 9,747 burial sites across UK (2006) 

• Date range: 16th century to present day 
• Most memorials are inscribed stone monuments in 

churchyards or within churches, or in municipal cemeteries 
• They record details about specific individuals, but on a 

wider scale they are an important part of the archaeology 
of mortality (Tarlow 1999): they reveal attitudes to death 
across centuries, responses to political and religious 
change, individual and group identities, local and regional 
traditions, techniques of craftsmanship etc.  

• Variety of languages 



A familiar sight… 

(Abney Park cemetery) 



Problems encountered 

• Natural processes of decay: plant growth over stones, 
cracking, weathering, tree roots etc. 

• 75-85% of cemetery space is already occupied by 
gravestones; 15-25% of this space is occupied by 
gravestones more than 100 years old (2006 DCA survey) 

• Re-organisation of cemeteries; re-use of space – up to 60% 
of burials are ‘re-opens’ (Dunk & Rugg 1994) 

• Estimated that at least 500,000 gravestones have been 
moved for health and safety reasons (2008 report by John 
Mann MP) 

• ‘Topple testing’- source of income for private contractors 



The good news: management and 
research 

• Ministry of Justice Burial and Cemeteries 
Advisory Group 

• Institute of Cemetery and Crematorium 
Management 

• Historic Environment Local Management (HELM) 
• English Heritage 
• Cemetery Research Group (University of York) 
• Centre for Death and Society (University of Bath) 
• School of Archaeology, Classics and Egyptology 

(University of Liverpool) 
 
 



The continuing challenge: recording 
and accessing the data in gravestones 
• No national gravestone recording project 
• Several regional projects run by the University of Liverpool with the 

University of York:  
      http://www.liv.ac.uk/sace/research/projects/graveyards/index.htm 
• Some more localised projects to record monumental inscriptions, 

e.g. those run by local historians, church groups, family historians  
• Limited availability 
• Sheer size of the material makes fragmentary approach inevitable  
• Complexity of material – how much/what information to record?  
• Smaller projects often only record the text – no additional data on 

the monuments, locations etc. 
• Larger projects e.g. Liverpool/York surveys are much more 

comprehensive 
 
 



Current grave recording projects 

• Crowdsourcing projects: 

– Gravestone Photographic Resource (website for 
submitting photos and transcriptions) 

– BillionGraves (app for submitting photos and 
transcriptions) 

• Projects involving direct or partial training: 

– University of Liverpool/University of York 
Archaeology of Graveyards surveys 

– Historic Graves (Ireland) surveys 

 





Gravestone Photographic Resource 

• http://www.gravestonephotos.com/ 

• Worldwide project 

• Relies on volunteers submitting photographs and 
transcribing the contents of the inscriptions 

• Makes photographs available for free, BUT only 
by email request, and:  

  “The GPR is offered as a free service. In the last year I have sent out thousands of 
images and less that (sic) 50% of recipients have bothered to send either an 
acknowledgement or thank you. As a result, all requests are now veted (sic) on 
what is entered in the above field.” 

• = Unreliability of access to data 

 
 





BillionGraves 

• http://billiongraves.com/ 
• Worldwide project 
• App compatible with iPhone and Android  
• Aimed at creating a family history database 
• Users download the app, register, then use smartphones to 

submit GPS-tagged photos, and transcribe the texts 
• BillionGraves Plus account provides a service to notify users 

when information matching their search criteria is added to 
the database 

• Provides advice on taking photos but not on how to read 
inscriptions and transcribe; further details of the 
monuments are not requested 
 
 









Archaeology of Graveyards 

• http://www.liv.ac.uk/sace/research/projects/graveyards/in
dex.htm 

• Builds on Harold Mytum’s work on recording and analysing 
graveyards 

• Surveys already undertaken in Yorkshire, Bedfordshire, 
Wales, Ireland, and other places 

• Specific research questions investigated in each 
geographical area studied 

• Surveys carried out by university staff and students with 
some volunteers 

• Excel spreadsheets currently used for recording - can be 
imported into SPSS for analysis 

• Published reports 
 
 





Historic Graves 

• http://www.historicgraves.ie 
• c. 10,000 monuments published so far 
• Highly collaborative project 
• Aims to combine pre-existing state records with 

crowdsourced data 
• Links to audio and video records relating to 

specific graves 
• Provides workshops and training sessions for 

volunteers  
• SQL database used with Drupal CMS 

 
 







Requirements for a UK-wide grave 
monument resource 

• Two key aspects: recording and access 
• Recording:  

– Challenge of designing interface to make the entry of data 
straightforward to do without sacrificing detail  

– Laptop, tablet, smartphone all likely to be used to enter 
data 

• Access: 
– Resource must be sustainable and maintained 

(funding/manpower issue) 
– Free for the user 
– Incorporation with other types of material? Ensure data is 

useful for other projects 

 
 



But what are we recording? 

• A way to ensure consistency and scholarly 
usefulness is for interested parties 
(universities, local history groups, councils 
etc.) to work together to develop UK-wide 
standards for recording and publishing grave 
monuments 

• Treating all gravestones as archaeological and 
epigraphic evidence, and applying 
appropriate academic rigour to their recording 
and study   



Digital Classical epigraphy = model for 
digital modern epigraphy? 

• Choice of database, XML tags, etc. is not the key 
issue under discussion here, though that will be 
important to consider when designing the project 

• The question is whether we can develop useful 
scholarly standards that can provide a basis for 
data entry by a large number of volunteers (the 
vast majority of whom are not trained 
epigraphers, archaeologists or historians) 

• Digital Classics has a potential model for such 
standards… 





Guidelines for publishing modern 
epigraphic materials 

• Could we produce EpiDoc-style Guidelines for 
publishing modern gravestones?  Would this be 
useful/desirable? 

• Who would need/want to be involved in designing such 
guidelines? 

• How would this type of model need to be adapted to 
take into account a volunteer taskforce/wide-ranging 
audience? -> cf. Oxford Ancient Lives project, 
Papyrological Editor 

• Would guidelines simply act as an ‘unseen’ basis for 
designing the data entry fields, or would volunteers 
engage more actively with guidelines? 







Potential pilot project 

• Collaboration with existing projects highly 
desirable/essential 

• Contacts already made with directors of Historic Graves 
and University of Liverpool graveyard surveys 

• What would pilot involve?   
– First attempt at drawing up guidelines with other relevant 

parties 
– Evaluating technologies for entering and storing data 
– Designing interfaces for mobile devices 
– Deciding upon methods for publication/sharing of data 
– Recruitment and training of volunteers 
– Limited geographical scope to begin with 

 



Awkward question no. 1… 

Does anyone outside the scholarly field actually 
care about any of this? 

 



Awkward question no. 2… 

How can we MAKE people care about it?  

 

(perhaps not quite as much as this guy…) 



Incentives for the general public to 
become involved 

• Without the interest and practical support of significant 
numbers of people, important historical evidence will 
continue to be lost 

• Academic duty as epigraphers, archaeologists and 
historians to attempt to record and publish this data 
thoroughly and consistently (and to convince funding 
bodies of the importance of this!) 

• Most obvious way to convince the general public to 
become involved is via the huge upsurge in family history 
research 

• Public needs to be given direct, free access to the 
genealogical data from these monuments – more likely to 
contribute if there is clear benefit for them 



Linkup with site like ancestry.co.uk? 

• Collaboration with a site such as ancestry.co.uk has 
potential for several reasons: 
– Over a million users every month 
– Data can be tied in with other sources already available on the 

site, e.g. census returns, general register office records, tax 
records etc. 

– Good forum for making people aware of project 
– Ideal place to recruit volunteers 

• Two main groups of people interested in this material: 
small group of scholars, and much larger number of people 
researching their family history 

• Combining the skills and energies of these two (sometimes 
overlapping) groups would be of clear benefit to both 
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